Value of tracheal bifurcation angle measurement as a radiographic sign of left atrial enlargement in dogs.
An increased tracheal bifurcation angle on the dorsoventral projection is described as a sign of left atrium enlargement in dogs, with a normal range of 60-90 degrees reported. However in people, this angle is a poor indicator of left atrial size. Our purpose was to evaluate the value of the tracheal bifurcation angle for differentiating normal from enlarged left atrium in dogs. Dorsoventral radiographs and echocardiograms of 33 healthy and 73 dogs with confirmed degenerative myxomatous mitral valve disease were evaluated. Left atrial size was classified according to the echocardiographic left atrium to aorta ratio, as normal, mildly, moderately, or severely enlarged. Independent samples t-tests were used to compare the bifurcation angle between groups. A significant difference was observed between the angle of dogs with normal left atrium (68.1 +/- 8.5 degrees, range: 51.3-92.4 degrees) and dogs with enlarged left atrium (75.8 +/- 8.2 degrees, range: 57.3-91.7 degrees). A significant difference was also noted between the angle of normal dogs and those with moderate (75.5 +/- 6.8 degrees, range: 62.8-88.7 degrees) and severe (80.4 +/- 7.7 degrees, range: 64.7-91.7 degrees) left atrial enlargement, as well as between dogs with mild (70.7 +/- 7.2 degrees, range: 57.3-89.9 degrees) and severe enlargement. Using two discriminators, 85.1 degrees and 76.6 degrees, the bifurcation angle had a specificity of 92.6% and 88.9%, respectively, for identifying left atrial enlargement, and a sensitivity of 15.4% and 40.4%. Although significant differences were observed between dogs with normal and increased left atrial size, the large degree of overlap in the range of bifurcation angles and its poor sensitivity make the measurement of this angle of little value for diagnosing left atrial enlargement.